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THE QUESTION
“From your experience: What is specific with the Nordic research on 
environmental and sustainability education? What have you found 
interesting? What are the benefits? What should be developed? 
How does it relate to and differ from other traditions and countries?” 
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AN AUTO-ETHNOGRAPHIC PERSPECTIVE
 A partial view – both inside and outside the Nordic context
 Exploring anecdotal and personal experiences of research-in-the-
making and connecting these to the question of the specificity of 
Nordic ESE research
 How did Nordic ESE research help me to address the topics in 
which I was interested?
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ONCE UPON A TIME…
…I was an ESE policy advisor at the Flemish government (2002-2016)
Policymakers and practitioners struggling with pressing questions:
 “Should we strive to convince people to act and think more 
sustainable, or is that a form of inappropriate indoctrination?”
 “What to teach if even scientists and experts are not sure what the 
most sustainable solutions are?”
 “How much pluralism can we tolerate in the face of the far-reaching, 
severe consequences of the social and ecological crisis?”
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THE START OF A RESEARCH JOURNEY
 Master thesis at Ghent University – social work and sustainable
development (2006)
 PhD research at the University of Leuven – Laboratory of 
Education and Society (2009-2013)
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FIRST ENCOUNTERS WITH NORDIC ESE 
RESEARCH
FIRST ENCOUNTERS WITH NORDIC ESE 
RESEARCH
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May 2012: 
Workshop in Brussels
STARTING TO WRITE
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PEER-REVIEW AS AN EYE-OPENING PROCESS
 Entering the international ESE research scene: Discovering ‘new’ 
things
 A ‘pragmatic’ turn?
 A new style – compared to what I was used to
9
DISCOVERING NORDIC ESE RESEARCH
 Looking beyond the horizon of an inevitably biased research 
environment
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PRAGMATIC TURN
 Purpose!
 Practice!
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STYLE – AND ITS PERFORMATIVE CHARACTER
 Encouraging
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STYLE – AND ITS PERFORMATIVE CHARACTER
 Patient
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STYLE – AND ITS PERFORMATIVE CHARACTER
 Constructive (11 pages of ‘supervision’)
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NORDIC INFLUENCES CLEARLY VISIBLE IN 
THIS FIRST ARTICLE – THE BASIS FOR MY
PHD THESIS
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A SIGNIFICANT LIFE EXPERIENCE
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A SIGNIFICANT LIFE EXPERIENCE
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HOW DID IT HELP ME?
HOW DID IT AFFECT MY RESEARCH?
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THEORETICALLY
PhD thesis: Addressing the democratic paradox in ESE with 
concepts developed in Science & Technology Studies
 Bruno Latour: ‘matters of concern’
 Noortje Marres: ‘public-isation’ versus ‘privatization’
Shifting focus towards theoretical traditions in educational 
research
Discovering Dewey with a detour via Latour
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THEORETICALLY
Did I try to re-invent the wheel?
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METHODOLOGICALLY
My PhD research as a conuinuing
quest…
 from a broad perspective towards
detailed attentiveness to interactions in 
concrete practices
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Performance
Staging
Scripting
“Dear Doctoranda, 
Dear Katrien,
‘Education as a response to sustainability issues’. 
The title of your doctoral dissertation. You did not 
convince me. Not at all. But that was not your aim 
either. Your aim was to do research – and you kept 
on searching until the end.” 
(Maarten Simons, member of the Doctoral Jury)
METHODOLOGICALLY
Something was lacking...
I was left without tools, 
except mere interpretation
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THEORY
DATA
ME…
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DATA
ANALYTICAL METHODS
THEORETICAL MODEL
METHODOLOGICALLY
PRACTICAL EPISTEMOLOGY ANALYSIS
EPISTEMOLOGICAL MOVE ANALYSIS
TRANSACTIONAL ARGUMENTATION ANALYSIS
POLITICAL MOVE ANALYSIS
…
EMPIRICALLY
Developing an empirical research attitude:
 Empirical ‘friction’ on theoretical constructions
 Respect for practices and practitioners (and their purposes)
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EMPIRICALLY
Critical mass:
 Many ESE researchers (e.g. GRESD)
 In several research environments
 Focussing on a variety of settings, subjects…
 Inspired by a plurality of theoretical and methodological perspectives
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SUMMING UP…
WHAT IS INTERESTING?
WHAT SHOULD BE DEVELOPED?
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SPECIFIC STRENGHTS
 Fruitful interaction between the theoretical and the empirical: 
Moving the field beyond abstract, ideological discussions
 Development of sophisticated analytical methods: Facilitating
investigations that can challenge and progress theoretical
constructions
 Investing in research and capacity building: Critical mass of 
empirical studies
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SPECIFIC STRENGHTS
 Focus on ‘didaktik’: Connecting teaching and learning, opening-up 
the black box that remains closed in effectiveness studies (‘What 
works?’  ‘How does it work?’)
 Strong research environments: Valuable support for emerging 
researchers – and international guests
 Generosity: E.g. peer review, applications, invitations…
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“ALSO GOOD WORK CAN BE IMPROVED”
 More widespread application of the developed analytical methods
in empirical studies: Optimally using the ever-growing toolbox
 Strengthening international collaboration and networking
 Advancing research agendas, setting a high standard
 Building capacity, increasing the workforce
 Spreading risks
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“ALSO GOOD WORK CAN BE IMPROVED”
 Exploring fruitful connections between research on ESE in 
different settings (schools, higher education, non-formal learning)
 Looking beyond the classroom: 
 How does education enable or constrain the transition towards a more 
sustainable society?
 Can we investigate this empirically? What does this require?
 Can we bridge the gap between educational research and sustainability
transition / governance studies?
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THANK YOU!
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